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Homeless in Iqaluit 
One in six Nunavat residents lacks a home
Dateline: Monday, May 13, 2002 
By Gordon Laird 

Inusiq Shoo has been wandering the streets for months. He passes his days traversing Iqaluit’s small downtown core, from the Arctic College cafeteria to the local hunter’s lodge and several indoor shopping centres scattered across the former Hudson’s Bay Company settlement. It is winter in Nunavut and Shoo has been homeless for a year. Despite the bitter cold and an uncertain future, it’s polar bear, ring seal and caribou that fill his imagination. Shoo was born on the land north of Iqaluit, and hunting is how he wants to set things straight. “I’m pure Inuk—I hunt animals. We learned hunting from our parents,” he explains, a homeless man yearning for the open ice. 

All around us are the telltale signs of a boomtown: shiny new trucks, luxury hotels. A construction binge has kept many locals flush with cash, following Nunavut’s 1999 launch into self-government. But the new capital has strained to keep up with the influx of people imported from the south to help run the new territory, and northerners who’ve moved here from other parts of the Arctic, looking for opportunity as traditional hunting pursuits founder. And if Iqaluit’s population keeps growing at a rate three times the national average, say local officials, it will reach one million by 2075. For now, the town of 6,000 wrestles with a more immediate problem, partly fuelled by its own tremendous growth: according to local estimates, up to 1,000 residents are without adequate shelter of their own. 
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It was winter in Iqaluit and Shoo was still homeless. Permanent housing, thanks to lengthy waiting lists for social housing, was still months away. So he would spend another winter at the shelter, wandering the streets by day


Homelessness and overcrowding are now common among Iqaluit’s Inuit, many of whom have parents who lived independently on Arctic tundra until the 1960s. It’s a striking scene, one that has received scant national attention: Inuit hunters who can expertly navigate pack ice and track polar bears now jockey for bunk beds at an over-booked homeless shelter. With upwards of 10 percent of Nunavut’s population waiting for social housing, according to one 1999 government source, it is believed that thousands more live in transient, sub-standard conditions. The few statistics that exist suggest a hidden crisis: across Canada, 1.7 percent of households report having more than one resident per room. But in Nunavut, this figure skyrockets to 25 percent. 

“The demand for housing grows every year,” explains Susan Spring of the Iqaluit Housing Authority. “But the number of homeless is hard to define.” Much of Iqaluit’s new housing—condos and suburban-style homes—goes to newly arrived professionals and government employees. Ever since the federal Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation stopped funding social housing in 1993, demand for affordable housing across the north—as in many Canadian cities—has exploded. Nunavut is now so far behind that it would need to build 300 new units each year in order to shelter the growing number who lack permanent housing. This year, just two new units of social housing are confirmed for Iqaluit; 61 different families and individuals are competing for residency. 

As with Inusiq Shoo, many are homeless simply because things like overcrowding and violence make it almost impossible to hold a fixed address. Despite the pristine tundra and ice that surrounds us, Iqaluit is no paradise: drugs flow freely from the south, the crime rate is exploding and paid work is scarce for those without education. According to local RCMP, the number of reported robberies almost doubled between 1999 and 2000, as did break-and-enters, spousal abuse and car theft. Even compared to troubled Indian reserves in the south, the level of violence in Nunavut comes as a shock: a few weeks before I arrived, a delivery driver from “the Snack” restaurant was beaten with a hammer and robbed on the doorstep of a nearby home. 

Up here, even poverty is expensive. One Inuit family, until recently, lived in a plywood shed near the beach, warmed only by an electric space heater that cost them $1,000 a month in utilities. And those Inuk who still pursue hunting—a hedge against expensive city food and southern vices—increasingly run up against gun control laws, a fur market damaged by animal rights activists, expensive gas and rising living costs. 

“Sometimes it is cheaper for them to buy food from the Northmart,” says David Audlakiak, manager of the local Hunters and Trappers Organization (HTO). “After 2,000 years of surviving on the land, this is what happens.” 

I first met Inusiq Shoo at the Iqaluit HTO, a one-room hut in the middle of town that serves as a meeting place for local hunters. A few days earlier, one of the first polar bear kills of the season was celebrated up and down Frobisher Bay. The Inuit-run lodge was gearing up for another bear hunt: hunters poured over maps, filled out paperwork. Others sipped coffee and planned their next trip onto the ice. 

Shoo was filling out a form with the help of Audlakiak, an Inuk from Cambridge Bay. After some jail time in Yellowknife and several years in and out of Iqaluit’s drunk tank, Shoo was trying to cobble together enough money for his own snowmobile. He quit drugs and drinking several years ago. But if he wanted to hunt independently again—to be a real hunter—he’d have to finish filling out the Northern Affairs assistance application. And he needed Audlakiak’s help because he was still learning how to read, a skill he failed to pick up in residential school. 

The paperwork was the least of his worries. It was winter in Iqaluit and Shoo was still homeless. Permanent housing, thanks to lengthy waiting lists for social housing, was still months away. So he would spend another winter at the shelter, wandering the streets by day. 

“It was so hard to quit, a lot of lost time,” he says of the decade he spent drinking, glue sniffing and in prison. En route to check Shoo’s e-mail at Nunavut’s Arctic College, we walk headway into a polar gale that whips through Iqaluit’s downtown core. “When I went back out hunting and I listened to the wind, something calling you,” he says, as snow blows horizontal across the sky. “I know I am happy out on the ice. Because I don’t worry about anything.” 
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“Snowmobiles can cost $10,000 up here,” he says. “Why do you think so many of us are on welfare? Animal hunting couldn’t support our lifestyle, so we become totally dependent on welfare. This has devastated us.”


After a few days at the HTO, I discover that several more hunters I’ve been chatting with over coffee are either homeless or on welfare. Others live two or three to a room with relatives and some get by with a meagre income and social housing. “There’s not one person in this room who hasn’t had to go to social services for help,” says Audlakiak. He used to work at the Oqota Emergency Shelter, Iqaluit’s only homeless facility, and admits he was homeless himself for a short spell. 

He’s angry that many Inuk, though resourceful, are faced with a dwindling set of options as they become dependent on city food, shelter and government assistance. As HTO manager, Audlakiak is witnessing what he believes to be the slow collapse of the Inuit hunting economy. Between social problems and rising costs, many hunters no longer work the floes. Some have even forgotten how. 

“Snowmobiles can cost $10,000 up here,” he says. “Why do you think so many of us are on welfare? Animal hunting couldn’t support our lifestyle, so we become totally dependent on welfare. This has devastated us.” 

All this is at a time when disturbing levels of mercury and DDT continue to move up the food chain and the effects of climate change wreak havoc with ice floes and polar bear hunts. “One thinks the land to be very plain, not much to harvest: but my kin learned to exist in this hard kind of climate,” Audlakiak says. “But there are contaminants being discovered in our ocean. Governments make it hard for us to hunt. What’s next?” 
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“My dream is to have a big freezer and hunt seal and caribou—and give food to elders. That’s what I want, to be out on the ice…”


Hunters nevertheless struggle to stay working. For months, Shoo has been sleeping at the Oqota shelter and taking literacy courses during the day. He’s determined to get his own snowmobile so he isn’t dependent on handouts. “My dream is to have a big freezer and hunt seal and caribou—and give food to elders. That’s what I want, to be out on the ice…” 

*** 

In -35 C darkness, homeless Inuit line up outside the Oqota Emergency Shelter for bunk beds and a warm meal. Every day at 5:50 p.m., it is the same thing: as night sets in, anyone who can’t find space with friends or relatives arrives here on the doorstep. Gordon Barnes, director of Oqota, says he turns people away almost every other evening: the 14 beds of Iqaluit’s tiny homeless shelter usually fill quickly, especially during the long cold months of winter. 

A southerner who first came north 20 years ago, Barnes settled in Iqaluit to pursue his dream of becoming a social worker. He married into a local Inuk family and helped found the Oqota shelter in 1998, after Iqaluit’s existing shelter closed its doors due to underfunding. Since 1999, Barnes has seen his occupancy rate jump 75 percent, something that underlines his conviction that as many as 1,000 people in Iqaluit lack proper shelter. The number of chronically under-housed is closer to 300: these are the ones who are most likely to cycle through the bunks of Oqota. 

“Here in this town, no matter how resourceful you are, it sometimes doesn’t pan out,” he says, cradling his infant son in one of the shelter’s bunkrooms. He’s seen houses where people sleep in shifts, too crowded for everyone to sleep at once. Other people sleep in furnace rooms, between doorways, covered porches and even inside the RCMP entrance. His own house would be cramped by southern standards: three bedrooms for six people. “Sometimes people wait a year—up to two years—for social housing. We even have a staff member who doesn’t have a place of his own.” 

Barnes figures that he could fill a second building with people—especially women and children, who are often the first to suffer the consequences of poverty and under-housing. There are unused buildings, an armed forces barracks and a Coast Guard bunkhouse, that could easily be converted into temporary shelter. “We’re paying millions for the upkeep of empty buildings,” he says. “We need double the space.” 

Lack of funding is the main barrier: Oqota itself almost shut its doors twice in 2001 because its cash flow dried up. There’s talk of new funding from the federal government, but no immediate relief. “We’re living day to day—and don’t know if we’re going to have a pay cheque sometimes,” says Barnes, who still drives a taxi part-time. 
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He explains that Iqaluit’s strong community is the main reason why more people don’t freeze to death on the streets of Nunavut’s capital. “When you come here, you want to make something happen,” he says. “Here, people take a chance on you.”


He explains that Iqaluit’s strong community is the main reason why more people don’t freeze to death on the streets of Nunavut’s capital. “When you come here, you want to make something happen,” he says. “Here, people take a chance on you.” 

It’s not unusual for Oqota residents to make good for themselves. Inusiq Shoo recently qualified for social housing—after almost a two-year wait—and launched Iqaluit’s only food bank, a homegrown operation that raises money and distributes food as quickly as donations arrive. Rumours of a United Way chapter opening in Iqaluit are hopeful. 

By 6:30 p.m., Oqota is full for another evening. A local hotel has sent over extra food from the restaurant and residents dig into a hot meal as an African wildlife documentary blares on cable TV. Outside, the temperature drops again as Barnes is called out for a pick-up. But it’s no taxi run: we arrive at a nearby house to meet a woman, sobbing and wrapped in blankets. We rush her to the hospital, no questions asked. And we return to the shelter in silence. “The big issue in my life now is homelessness,” says Barnes, simply, as we drive through the darkness. “Things are not moving fast enough.” 

Gordon Laird's latest book is POWER: Journeys Across an Energy Nation (Penguin Books Canada, 2002). This article is an excerpt of a longer piece published by This Magazine, March/April 2002. 

Related addresses: 

URL 1: www.thismag.org/ 
URL 2: www.interlog.com/~grlaird/ 
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